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Last                              year, Congress passed the historic Post 9/11 GI Bill,                              marking the largest increase in veteran education                              benefits since World War II and restoring the promise                              of a full, four-year college education for Iraq and                              Afghanistan veterans. On August 1st, this legislation                              took effect, qualifying nearly 2.1 million veterans                              for the benefits in the new legislation. As many South                              Dakotans answered the call to serve in the wake of                              September 11th and the years that followed, it’s                              one of my top priorities as Chair of the Veterans’                              Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity that                              these brave men and women have the information and                              assistance they need to take full advantage of well-deserved                              education benefits.
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The                              original World War II Montgomery GI Bill was one of                              the most important pieces of legislation in our nation’s                              history. For every dollar the program invested in                              veterans, seven dollars were generated in economic                              benefit to the economy. However, as times changed,                              so did the needs of our nation’s veterans. With                              more men and women returning from service in Iraq                              and Afghanistan and looking for education and training                              necessary to enter the civilian workforce, it became                              clear that Congress needed to update education benefits                              in order to meet the needs of 21st century veterans                              while making a smart economic investment in the future                              of our nation. 
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As                              we undertook the process of updating the GI Bill,                              the Subcommittee I chair held several hearings, allowing                              us to receive input from veteran service organizations,                              education leaders, government agencies, and many other                              policy experts. The information gathered in these                              hearings in the House and similar hearings in the                              Senate allowed for the drafting a comprehensive bill                              that passed the Congress with wide bipartisan support.                              Following the passage of the legislation, my Subcommittee                              has conducted hearings to ensure that the VA was adequately                              prepared to administer the new benefits by the August                              1st deadline. In the months ahead, I intend to continue                              our oversight to ensure that veterans receive the                              benefits to which they are entitled and our country                              achieves the best possible return on its investment.                              
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Specifically,                              the new veterans’ education program will enable                              most veterans to attend public four-year schools in                              their state of residence at no cost and are generally                              payable for up to 15 years following release from                              active duty. Those who serve at least three years                              of active duty since September 11, 2001 can receive                              full tuition and fees plus a housing stipend based                              on the veteran’s residence with benefits correlated                              on a sliding scale to the total months served. The                              new benefit covers the costs of tuition and fees of                              up to the maximum in-state tuition and fees at a public                              institution in the veteran’s home state, a monthly                              housing allowance at the location of the school, and                              an annual books and supplies stipend of up to $1,000.                              
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Additionally,                              benefits of the Post 9/11 GI Bill are made available                              to families and dependents of veterans who have also                              sacrificed from the home front. The legislation allows                              service members who have served at least six years                              and commit to an additional four years of service                              to transfer some or all of their education benefits                              to their spouses or their dependent children. Additionally,                              this year Congress extended the benefits of the Post                              9/11 GI Bill to all of the children of service members                              who have died on active duty since 9-11-01, regardless                              of the length of military service of their parent.                              
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The                              benefits under this legislation have tremendous potential                              to diversify the educational and economic opportunities                              for veterans following their service to our country                              while making significant contributions to our nation’s                              overall economic recovery efforts. To learn more about                              the Post 9/11 GI Bill including eligibility requirements,                              benefits and application instructions, I recommend                              interested individuals visit the GI Bill Home on the                              Department of Veterans Affairs Website at http://www.gibill.va.gov/                              . Additionally, I encourage veterans with questions                              about their benefits and eligibility under the Post                              9/11 GI Bill to contact my office toll-free at 866-371-8747.                              I look forward to continuing my work to uphold our                              nation’s promise to all of the brave men and                              women in uniform who have served and sacrificed.
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